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Introduction 
Welcome to turkey hunting! This course should provide you with basic knowledge about turkey 
hunting in Washington State and give you a general guide to be successful. It should also serve 
to help you in your hunting pursuits. 
 
In our Basic Hunter Education course, we teach students how to hunt safely. This course is 
designed to give you an overview ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǳǊƪŜȅ species and 
how to hunt them effectively. This guide will also help teach you about game handling, hunting 
equipment regulations and choices, correct shot placement, hunter reporting, and much more. 
These topics will help you become more knowledgeable as a hunter and make the animals you 
harvest become great table fare. 
 
One thing to remember when pursuing any animal is that it is called hunting for a reason. You 
may not be successful in harvesting an animal every day, or every season. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
enduring challenge and fun of hunting. Each season brings a new opportunity to hone your 
skills. To properly set your expectations, check the annual harvest statistics, which are posted 
on the WDFW website at https://wdfw.wa.gov/hunting/management/game-harvest.  
 
For most of us, hunting is about much more than a successful harvest. LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ 
afield bonding with family and friends, watching the sunrise over the mountains on a crisp fall 
morning, and having exciting stories to tell when you get home. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos by WDFW and Shari Brewer 
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License Choices 
WDFW offers many different licenses that allow you to hunt various game species in 
Washington. To hunt turkey in Washington, you will need to purchase a small game license and 
a turkey transport tag. You can also receive a discount if you purchase your small game license 
and a big game license as a combination license. Remember that you will not receive the 
discount unless the license items are purchased at the same time. 
 
License choices are as follows: 

¶ Small Game License  
o Allows you to hunt small game like upland birds and rabbits, as well as 

unclassified animals such as coyote. 

¶ Any of the big game combos with the discounted small game license 
o Allows you to hunt the big game species denoted by the license, small game, and 

unclassified animals. 
 

To hunt turkeys you must also purchase a turkey transport tag. You can harvest up to seven 
turkeys during the course of the hunting season. Three turkeys can be harvested during the 
spring season from April to May. 
Only two (2) turkeys may be taken 
in eastern Washington and only one 
(1) of those may be taken in Chelan, 
Kittitas, and Yakima counties 
(combined); only one (1) turkey may 
be taken in western Washington per 
year outside of Klickitat County. Two 
(2) turkeys may be taken in Klickitat 
County. 
 

Three additional turkeys may be 
harvested in early fall season in 
some GMUs, and one more turkey 
can be harvested in the late fall 
season. Remember that you cannot 
turn tags in for refunds, so you may 
want to buy as you hunt. Tags 
purchased during the spring season 
can be used in the fall season, since 
the tags are not tied to a specific 
season. 
 
Turkey tag purchasers are required 
to report their turkey tags before the deadline of January 31. There is a section at the end of 
this booklet that provides you step by step instructions on how to report your tags. 

Photo by Joe Biggs 
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Turkey Subspecies 
Washington State is home to three sub-species of turkey. ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴΣ aŜǊǊƛŀƳΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
Rio Grande. In 1960, MerriŀƳΩǎ ǘǳǊƪŜȅǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ b9 ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ 
State for hunting purposes. Since then, WDFW has introduced Eastern and Rio Grande sub-
species to other suitable parts of the state. Turkeys now can be found in five of the six regions 
recognized by WDFW. Region 4 is the only area that currently does not have turkeys. Below is a 
map of the turkey distribution in Washington. 
 

 
 

Eastern 
The eastern subspecies was transplanted to 
Washington from the eastern United States. 
These turkeys like to live in forests with a mix of 
evergreen and deciduous trees. The trees they 
like to use are Douglas fir, western hemlock, 
western red cedar, red alder, and big leaf maple. 
They also like to eat the soft mast of Pacific 
dogwood, hawthorn, Oregon grapes, 
huckleberries, blackberries, cherries, and crab 
apples. The Eastern wild turkey is found in 
western Washington and only about 50 are 
harvested each year.  

¶ Chestnut brown tail coverts  

¶ Tail feather tips are buff or chocolate brown 

¶ Adults may weigh 25 lbs. or more 

Photo by National Wild Turkey Federation 
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aŜǊǊƛŀƳΩǎ 
Merriam turkeys are native to the coniferous mountains 
and canyons of Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. 
They live in the canyons and forests of northeast and 
central Washington. These turkeys prefer forests that 
contain ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, western white pine, 
Engelman spruce, Douglas maple, willows, cottonwoods, 
and aspens. In Washington, they eat grass leaves and 
seeds, ponderosa pine seeds, acorns, grasshoppers, 
forbs, and fruits like wild strawberries. Also, they prefer 
to roost in Douglas fir and grand fir trees. 

¶ White or buff tail coverts 

¶ Nearly white tail tips 

¶ May weigh up to 25 lbs. 
 

Rio Grande 
Texas, Kansas, and Oklahoma are the native stomping 
grounds for the Rio Grande turkey. These are the only species 
in Washington that prefers to nest within .25 miles of a 
permanent water source. Their winter roost sites are normally 
in wooded streamside areas. They eat insects, grass and sedge 
seed heads, hackberry, prickly pear, fruit and seeds of various 
shrubs, and the foliage and forbs of grasses. The Rio Grande 
turkey is found from Spokane and Lincoln counties south into 
the Blue Mountains of Washington.  

¶ Light brown tail coverts 

¶ Buff/tan tail tips 

¶ Legs appear longer than other varieties 
 

Hunting Techniques 
Most turkey hunting is done in the spring when male turkeys (toms) are displaying to female 
turkeys (hens) in a bid to become their mate. The great thing about spring hunting is that the 
birds are generally vocal and respond to calls and decoys. In Washington you can harvest up to 
three turkeys during the spring season.  
 
Fall hunting is a bit different than spring hunting because the birds are gathering for the 
upcoming winter months. They are generally just feeding and moving throughout the day. 
Hunters can harvest up to four turkeys during the general fall seasons. An additional bird can 
also be harvested during the fall special permit season if you put in for and are drawn for a 
special permit.  
 

Photo by WDFW 

Photo by National Wild 
Turkey Federation 
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Spring Hunting 
Spring turkey season is a great way to get outdoors after a long winter. You can use a locator 
call to determine if there are toms or jakes (immature tom) in an area. Often toms will respond 
with a shock gobble to any loud, sudden noise. Once the season opens, use locator calls or hen 
yelps to locate a tom. When you get a response, set up your blind or find a location to easily 
conceal yourself. Look for meadows or small openings in areas with a lot of food. It is 
recommended to sit with your back to a tree, stump, or hill side to protect you from another 
hunter and help with camouflaging you. If you have a decoy, try to place it about 20 yards from 
where you will be sitting. Once you are set up, use your turkey call to draw in the birds. 
Generally hunters use hen yelps, clucks, and purrs to draw in toms. 
 

Fall Hunting 
Hunting turkey during the fall is similar to hunting deer. Turkeys are generally in larger flocks 
made up of hens and their offspring or smaller groups of toms. Look for travel corridors and 
feeding areas that the birds are using. Set up an ambush point on travel routs between the 
roost tree and the feeding area. Set up similar to the spring hunting information above. 
Sometimes you can coax hens closer to your ambush point by using some soft hen calls and 
ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ǘǳǊƪŜȅ ΨƪŜŜ ƪŜŜǎΩΦ Listen to the birds and imitate the calls they are making. 
 

General Turkey Information 
Food and Feeding Habits 
Wild turkeys will eat just about anything that provides them with nutrition. They will eat fresh 
green vegetation, seeds, fruit, invertebrates, plants, and sometimes small lizards or frogs. A 
field full of grasshoppers in turkey country is sure to attract birds. Turkeys feed right after flying 
down from the roost in the early morning and in the evening. 
 

Tracks 
Turkey tracks can be found in snow, soft mud, or light dirt 
areas. Their track is very distinctive. It is about four inches 
long, characterized by three long toes that face forward, and 
one little toe that faces back, about one inch. The middle toe 
of the hen is smaller (less than 2 ½ inches) than a mature tom 
(more than 2 ½ inches). When strutting, toms will also leave 
wing drag marks. 
 

Droppings 
Turkey droppings somewhat resemble goose droppings and can be useful in determining the 
gender of the bird who left it behind. They are similar in size but not always in color. Hen 
droppings are usually a single pile while a tom usuaƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ŀƴ ŜƭƻƴƎŀǘŜŘ άWέ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ 
about two inches long. Finding droppings may signify that this area is being used by turkeys. But 

Photo by Andy Arthur 
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Hen Droppings 

Photo by Rich Mann 

Tom Droppings 
Photo by Rich Mann 

it also may mean that they just passed through. Try a locator call or soft clucks and yelps if you 
find a lot of droppings to see if there are turkeys in the area. If you find a lot of droppings below 
a tree, you may have found the roost tree. Make sure to take note of where the tree is so you 
can use the knowledge to your advantage. 

                   
 
 

Roosting Areas 
Turkeys generally roost in trees. However during nesting season, some hens may stay on the 
nest to protect the eggs. During the summer, most roost areas are 30-100 foot trees that are 
close to where the birds have been feeding. Winter roosts seem to be more deliberate and the 
turkeys generally use traditional night time roosts. They like to use the largest trees in a grove 
and tend to roost as near to the top of the tree as comfortably possible. Hunting birds at the 
roost site may disrupt normal patterns and is not recommended. Set up about 70 or more yards 
from a roost site and call the birds to you when hunting. 
 

Hunting Equipment 
Legal hunting equipment is as diverse as the 
companies that create and sell them. There are 
many books that have been written about the 
different types and uses of firearms and archery 
equipment. With limited space and time, the 
regulations for the hunting equipment will be 
discussed below. Legal hunting equipment for 
turkey hunting is limited to shotgun, 
muzzleloading shotgun, archery, or crossbow in 
Washington. This section details legal hunting 
equipment at the time of the writing of this 
booklet. 
 

Shotguns 
Shotguns are the most widely used hunting 
equipment when hunting turkeys. Any shotgun can 
make a good turkey gun as long as it shoots 
straight and can have a full or extra full choke. The 
choke helps group the shot together. Some Photo by Brad Johansson 




























